Magazine R177 watch them go extinct soon thereafter? If this situation were common, we would also expect to have lost some species before taxonomists could name them. The common, widespread species were discovered long ago. Newly discovered species typically have very small geographical ranges and tend to be very rare within those ranges or located in remote regions [1] . The same will be true for as-yet undiscovered species. So, how fast do the 'very rare' species succumb to extinction? The IUCN ranks species into those that are of Least Concern, then Near Threatened, followed by the progressively more severely threatened species in the categories Vulnerable, Endangered and Critically Endangered [3]. This latter group is of special concern. Many species are not only naturally rare but occur in places with extreme habitat destruction and degradation, where they survive, if at all, in remnants of once extensive habitats. These species are presumed to go extinct quickly, unless we make extraordinary efforts to save them. Might we discover new species only to Essay before taxonomists could describe them [7]. All of these were island species. We are still documenting the impacts of European explorersand the rats and cats that came with them -that began centuries ago. We know about some early extinctions from anecdotal evidence, such as eyewitness accounts and drawings. In the Mata Atlântica, species discovery had a slow start: taxonomists described only 14 of its 215 endemic birds before 1800 (Figure 2 ), but accelerated after 1815 when 111 new species were described in two Species are going extinct rapidly, while taxonomic catalogues are still incomplete for even the best-known taxa. Intensive fi eldwork is fi nding species so rare and threatened that some become extinct within years of discovery. Recent bird extinctions in Brazil's coastal forests suggest that some species may have gone extinct before we knew of their existence.
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Birds in Atlantic Brazil
We here consider the Brazil's Atlantic Forest or Mata Atlântica -a coastal wet forest. It has the highest concentration of threatened vertebrates in the Americas [1] , due to its exceptionally high numbers of small-ranged species coupled with very high levels of habitat loss. This forest once covered 1.2 million km 2 . Now only ~12% of it remains ( Figure 1) . A quarter of the remaining forest is found in fragments that are likely to be too small to hold viable populations of most vertebrates [4, 5] . To answer our questions, we must understand the timelines of both habitat destruction and human efforts to catalogue the region's biodiversity.
We fi rst consider the region's ecological history [6] . Before European contact, the native indigenous peoples, the Tupi and Guarani, were forest dwellers. They hunted mammals and birds for food and feathers, and jaguars (Panther onca) for their skins, and they cleared and burned the forest -actions typical of indigenous forest dwellers in the Amazon today.
As Dean [6] put it "one wonders […] what was the impact upon the [forest] of the continued extermination of thousands of its largest predators."
For the purpose of this essay, we concentrate on birds. By the end of the 18 th century, taxonomists had described 17% of the approximately 10,000 bird species known today. Globally, there were 27 bird extinctions from 1500 to 1800 traced from subfossil bones, skins and a variety of other sources. The most famous of these is the dodo (Raphus cucullatus). This list continues to grow. The recent update of the IUCN Red List has identifi ed 13 more bird species that went extinct after 1500, but The common, widespread species were discovered long ago. Newly discovered species typically have very small geographical ranges and tend to be very rare within those ranges or located in remote regions [1] . The same will be true for as-yet undiscovered species. So, how fast do the 'very rare' species succumb to extinction? The IUCN ranks species into those that are of Least Concern, then Near Threatened, followed by the progressively more severely threatened species in the categories Vulnerable, Endangered and Critically Endangered [3] . This latter group is of special concern. Many species are not only naturally rare but occur in places with extreme habitat destruction and degradation, where they survive, if at all, in remnants of once extensive habitats. These species are presumed to go extinct quickly, unless we make extraordinary efforts to save them. Might we discover new species only to Essay before taxonomists could describe them [7] . All of these were island species. We are still documenting the impacts of European explorersand the rats and cats that came with them -that began centuries ago. We know about some early extinctions from anecdotal evidence, such as eyewitness accounts and drawings. In the Mata Atlântica, species discovery had a slow start: taxonomists described only 14 of its 215 endemic birds before 1800 (Figure 2 ), but accelerated after 1815 when 111 new species were described in two Species are going extinct rapidly, while taxonomic catalogues are still incomplete for even the best-known taxa. Intensive fi eldwork is fi nding species so rare and threatened that some become extinct within years of discovery. Recent bird extinctions in Brazil's coastal forests suggest that some species may have gone extinct before we knew of their existence.
Species, extinct before we know them?
decades. The problem is that by then this area had been under European infl uence for over three centuries. Most native peoples had been massacred, enslaved, or died from introduced diseases. Sugar cane -inevitably associated with enslaved Africansmay have consumed 7,500 km 2 In sum, recent publications allow us to consider the patterns of species discovery and ask whether we will fi nd species before they go extinct or only afterwards. The simple message is that we are constantly adding to the totals of recently extinct species. As predicted from our knowledge of the effects of habitat destruction, the populations of species the IUCN deems to be Critically Endangered are often too small to be viable.
Less expected is that we are adding new species that, when discovered, are so threatened that they survive for only a few years. That we have these examples may be by good luck: we will surely have missed many others. This renders global estimates of extinction rates conservative [1] . The survival of these global rarities is dependent on the protection of remaining forests, a task no longer guaranteed amid the current climate of downgrading, downsizing and removing protection from existing protected areas in Brazil [21]. 
